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INTRODUCTION

For Russian artists of the early twentieth century, the theatre
possessed a vast, magnetic force and had many advantages over
other forms of art. The history of soviet design had progressed
in such a way that the theatre was one of the practical fields in
which the pioneers of Soviet art were able to create new work; to
rconstruct’ their art. It provided the painter with a creative
stimulus. The new theatre was tangible. The objects and costumes
in the theatre were material and tactile. The Russian theatre of
the 1920’s was evident of the resolution of the problems of the
material environment. At the same time, it had aspirations to
become a behaviour model for man under varying conditions. The
theatre was synthetic, structured on a combination of the visual
and the verbal, the static and the dynamic, the graphic and the
spatial. Therefore it was not surprising to see how important the
modern Russian theatre became to the Constructivist painters,
Alexandra Exter and Liubov Popova, the aim cf this essay is to
present the progression of their non-objective painting into the

sculptural reality of the stage production.

Constructivism and the Soviet theatre is a subject on which there
is extensive material and in a sense it deserves a separate study.
Constructivism affected not only the ‘decorative’ aspect of
theatre, transforming the stage into a fully three dimensional
experience but also the dramatic text, the musical accompaniment
and the actor. The work of Alexandra Exter was of major

importance in the development of the new conception of space as a




dynamic mechanism. It was fortunate that Exter, should have
returned to Russia from Paris in 1914, and that she should have
begun to work with Tairov at his chamber theatre, the “Ramerny" .
Exter and Popova were members of a small group of the Russian
Avant-garde, who were able to transcent the confines of the

pictorial surface and to organise forms in their inter-action with

space.

The historical background traces the development of both fields,
painting and the theatre. It investigates Exter’s and Popova’s
contemporaries and the most significant movements of the period.
The theories and practices of Malevich, Tatlin and Rodchenko are

discussed in relation to their influence on Exter and Popova.

This leads to a concentration on the individual artists, Exter
(Chapter Two) and Popova (Chapter Three) respectively. Both
artists are examined in their approach to their painting and its
progression into their creations for the stage. Each artist is
reviewed in the context of her education, travels, home and

foreign influences, but above all in her working relationship with

the director.

In Exter’s case, the movement of her painting (two dimensional)
work into the scultpural design for the theatre occurrs in her set
Oof costumes designing for the "Kamerny Theatre" of Tairov.
Popova’s parallel development is presented in the context of her

close association with Meyerhold.

The final area of study is concerned with the differences between
Exter and Popova. Showing that although they both belonged to the

area of '‘Constructivist/Productivist’ designers, their work in

many ways was as diverse as it was similar in character.




CHAPTER I

The concept of a realistic theatrical decor arrived with the use
of a painter, rather than the traditional artisan, to paint sets.
puring the 1880’s, the Imperial stage had cast a shadow of
uninspiring conventions on Russian stage design, but by the 1890’s
the Imperial theatres could no longer ignore the private troupe of
the Russian railway tycoon and patron of the arts, Savva Mamontov.
He surrounded himself with the most progressive painters,
composers, architects, writers and actors of the time. This group
aimed to create a New Russian Culture and in 1863, two years after
the emancipation of the serfs, they proclaimed their succession
from the Academy of Art, rejecting the uninspiring classicism of
the St. Petersburg Academy. Their work travelled in exhibitions
held througout Russia; the aim was to bring art to the people;
these exhibitions providing them with their title "The Wanderers".
Mamontov set up the Wanderers’ colony at his estate at Abramstevo,
the group organised communal activities. Sunday evening reading
sessions were taken from the classics being gradually developed

into mimed pageants and even further into complete theatrical

productions.

The painter Victor Vasnetov, one of the group, found himself
painting theatre decor, dispite the fact that he had virtually no

idea how to approach the task.

By the 1890’'s, The Imperial theatres could no longer ignore

Mamontov’s revolutionary use of professional painters to paint




decor and also began replacing the traditional craftsmen/stage
designer with artists. The back cloth had once been the
decorative background to the acting, it was now transformed into
an integral part of the production. This caused a revolution in
the idea of theatre. The production began to be viewed as a whole
and the actor often had to subordinate his performance to the
other elements; decor, costume, gesture, music and language.

Subsequently, a synthesis emerged, a dramatic unity.

Despite these significant developments from the 1880's onwards the
Russian theatre, along with it’s European counterpoint, failed to
represent an effective synthesis of the variety of art forms. A
co-ordinator was required, so that the theatre could realize this
synthesis. The conflict between, the producer, the artist, the

musician and the actor had to be removed.

Alexander Tairov (1885-1950) and Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-1940)
were amongst the great producers of the Avant-garde period but are
of particular interest when focussing on the work of Exter and
Popova. For it was the working relationship between Tairov and
Exter and Meyerhold and Popova respectively, that resulted in
their combined realization of the "Theatrical Synthesis", this in
turn influenced stage design in a most decisive way. Meyerhold
and his followers understood that in the theatre words are merely
patterns on the canvas of movements . However the true
development towards Russian Constructivist stage design in the
pre-revolutionary years, the forerunners to Exter and Popova,took

place in theatrical experiments just outside Meyerhold’s sphere,
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especially in the productions of the folk drama The Emperor
Maximilian and his Disobedient Son Adolf (1911) and the Futurist
Opera Victory over the Sun (1913). Both were pieces produced by
the Union of Youth Organization in St. Petersburg. The visual
significance of the productions 1lay in the hands of their
painters/designers. Fundamentally, there was no real common
ground between the straight forward narrative of The Emperor which
was designed by Tatlin, and the somewhat "Transrationai'format of
Malevich’s Victory over the Sun, but both spectacles innovated new

approaches to stage decor, or more appropriately titled, stage

construction.

In many ways, much of the non-objective art of Exter and Popova in
the early 1920's can be seen as originating from the pioneering
work of Malevich in two-dimensions, from Tatlin in three
dimensions and from the influence of their innovations on the

younger artists, Exter and Popova, through their friendship,

teachings and exhibitions.

From 1910 onwards Russian Theatrical innovators began to reject
all literature, seeing action without words as appealing because
it made possible the justification of the autonomy and intrinsic
value of theatrical art, its full independence from literature. A
group of comtemporary poets, specifically Velimir Kohlebrukov and
Vladimir Mayakovsky, declared themselves as The Russian Futurists,
they aimed to create a theatre completely without precedent,
rejecting current theatrical practice. Authorative figures such
as Stanislavsky and his naturlist theatre, were of no consequence
as far as the Futurists were concerned. They also paid 1little

attention to the innovations of Meyerhold or Tairov.
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Although, there had been a recent Russian tradition of artists
working for the theatre, begining with the older generation of
rworld of Art’ artists like Bakst and Benois Goncharova, Tatlin
and Malevich from Exter’s generation had also executed theatrical
designs. Still, Exter’s interest in the theatre was more likely
first stimulated by her contacts with the Italian Futurists,
particularly Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, Futurism’s founder whom
she knew personally. Marinetti’s first futurist manifesto was
published in 1909. He believed that the modern age discovered
it’s own beauty in the lines and speed of the motor car, it was no
longer possible to unite the new beauty with the more static and
complacent, achievements of the Renaissance. He published a
manifesto, the Variety Theatre, in the Italian Futurist Magazine
Lacerba (October 1, 1913) that Exter was sure to have read, given
her close association with Ardengo Soffici, one of the Magazine's
editors. Although Marinetti was writing about a kind of theatre
very different from the one for which Exter chose to work -
variety theatre was vau derville; The Kamerny was theatre in the
grand tradition - his description of it’s dynamic on stage forms
and colours, resulting from careful construction of scenery,
lighting and gesture, was probably not lost on Exter and helped her
to better understand Tairov’s intentions. Other Futurist artists
such as Giacomo Balla and Umberto Boccioni, also were involved in
sintesi, The Futurist adaptations of vauderville routines that
éxaggerated ridiculous$ situations. These were short performances,
aimed to shock the audience. In 1914, several sintesi were

performed at Galleria Sprovieri in Rome at an exhibition in which

Several Russian artists, Exter, among them, participated. On the

12




opening night, a performance of the sintesi, I funerali del
filosofo passatista, was given in which both Marinetti and Balla
performed. The scenery in this and other sintesi was minimal and
consisted usually of only a simple painted backdrop and a few
props, the costumes, in most cases by Balla, were outrageous.
Although Exter, in her work for the Kamerny theatre did not
concern herself with these kinds of theatre/anti-theatre issues,
she did at a later stage design sets and costumes for vauderville-

related musical revue productions in the late 1920's, of which

Revue (1929) is an example.

Marinetti travelled to St. Petersburg in 1914, but he was not
welcomed by Mayakovsky, with his independent adoption of the
aggresive and dynamic name of Futurist. There is little common
ground shared by the two groups, but they were reconciled in their
aim to break all links with aesthetic tradition, with both forces
announcing "dynamism", the cult of speed, as the main contributor
to the art of the future. One other significant connection,
although literary, relates to Marinetti’s Words in Freedom (Parole
in libertei ) and what the Russian Futurists called trans-sense oOr
'Za-Um’ writing. Za-um being the Russian word, a contradiction
which means "Beyond meaning". The sound poetry of the Russian
Futurist poets Khlebnikov and Kwchenykh was derived from the
structure of language, to the roots and rhythms of words in use.
It’s relevance to the visual and plastic arts was substantial as
it provided a precedent and a comparision for the works of

Malevich and Tatlin and their influence on Exter and Popova.
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The Italian Futurists showed little interest, in matters such as
love themes, history or the use of archaic language. Whereas the
Russian futurists frequently wrote love lyrics and showed a strong
interest in antiquity. However, the most obvious difference
petween the two futurist groups was their attitude to World war I.
Marinetti and his followers saw the war as an added bonus to
society, militaristic energy dominated their art. The Russian
futurist had expressed their fierce opposition to war, what they

regarded as ’senseless bloodshed’? especially in their theatrical

experiments, even before the war had begun.

It is interesting that the anticedents to the wulitarian

Contructivist practices of the 1920’s was this highly subjective

form of art.

Mikhail Matyushin'’s opera Victory over the Sun, with the libretto
by kruchenykh was performed from 2 to 4 December 1913 in the Luna
Park Theatre on Ofitserskaya Street in Petersburg. It has been
said that Victory over the Sun has underservedly gained an
impressive reputation. Konstantin Rudnstsky claims that the text
of the libretto is primitive, poor and flat and Matyushin’s music
was not capable of generating much interst. It is the drawings by
Malevich for the set and costumes which have brought recognition
to the opera. It is difficult to evaluate to what degree
Malevich’s ideas were realized in the 1913 performance due to the

amateurish quality of the production.3
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Malevich had started to regard painting as an investigation of
pictorial languages, in the same way that Exter and Popova began
to treat their painting. Malevich started to use fragmented
visual imagery in a manner that recalled the fragmentation of
words in works by his poet colleagues. This attitude to
recognizable imagery and its association with the pictorial
constructions of his paintings was not that of an artist aiming to
show the world as it appeared. Malevich employed Cubist devices
of lettering, collage and fractured images in piecing together the
painting Private of the First Divison, that also comprises flat
geometrical areas of paint. Different means of depiction and
representation are contrasted. The thermometer and postage stamp
being actual objects within the work. Yet areas of flat colours
and representional details, such as the ear of the private balance
the elements of collage. Lettering, the figure eight and the
cross from a medal give further evidence of Malevich utilizing a
variety of representation and visual refer ences within a single
painting. As a result, his painting executed in a variety of
techniques, consists of an examination of a complete range of
methods balanced one against the other. Cubism provided Malevich
with a valuable precedent for investigating the means of painting

and the nature of representation.

The Cubo-Futurist works of Exter produced in Paris prior to World
War I, demonstrate an acute awareness of the analytic intent of
Parisan Cubism. But they also manage to reveal a need to

transcend the formalist implcations of Cubist Art. It was during
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1912, that several Russian artists had aimed toward formalizing
cubist postulates, Exter’s efforts can be seen in her landscapes
dating from the Winter of 1910-11. J. Tugendhold made the
observation that these compositions contained structures artfully

. s 4
arranged in ovals or diamonds.

In Exter’s drawing "Cubo-Futurist" composition 1913, the artist’s
points of focus is on the purely geometric freedom of the
pictorial plane. These appear to be executed as pure forms -
circles, trapezoids, etc. The pictorial planes located at the
limit of non-objective simplicity remove themselves from the right
hand side of the composition, but the total spatial construction
in the still life revolves around a material element:- the wine
jug or carafe situated in all it’s solidity at the centre.
Movement tends to rely exclusively on the formal implications,
each geometric element constituting a world in itself. This is
not limited to the purified form but also exists in the painting
in a kinetic potential, which varies from one type of form to
another. The powerful figurative component of the carafe, with
its means of unifying the composition as a whole implies the
Strength which in 1913, a secular idea of space would return to

works endowed with such analytic concentration.

Hence, lateriston’ EmEEN1EgESH when Malevich introduced his
transrational solution (Za-um) this enabled both Exter and Popova
to stop the reversion to naturalism and to avoid a formalism which
could easily detiorate into a purely decorative scheme. The
Temoval of the ’‘real’ meaning of objects and their transformation
into arbitary artistic elements is especially striking in

Malevich’s portrait of Matyushin (late 1913).
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A tape measure crosses the complete width of the canvas, within
this painting. It serves no realistic function, instead it acts
as a unit of meaning, to negate the purely formal significance of
the analytic fragmentation. This it achieves in a highly
affirmative manner. This may also be said of the wooden spoons,
the letters and inscriptions which Malevich wuses in his
tranrational compositions of 1914. In Exter’s work, letters and
inscriptions have a function in line with cubist tradition of the
object, this being the objects significance is either material
(extra-pictorial subject and realist texture) or purely formal.
In the ’'formal’ Exter includes isolated letters, with a definitive
alogical intent, which eventually disoclves, being reduced in the
entire composition to the significance of a purely formal sign.

Malevich developed the semantic implications of this basically

anti- formalist method, through his transrational compositions of

1914.

Historians of Malevich still argue as to whether the sketches for
Victory over the Sun should be regarded as Cubist or should be
ascribed to Supermatism, the term invented by Malevich to describe
art without objects and the drawings of the set designs illustrate
the reason for this debate. His famous Black Square appeared for
the first time in one of the sketches for this production, along
with lines, musical notes and question marks. This idea of place
in his scenery was disregarded. It simply represented a kind of

sombre, abstract back-ground for the actors’ performances.
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In contrast, the sketches for the costumes comprise a series of
grotesque, sarcastic portrayals of militarized characters - half-
human, half-robot. The figures of the ’‘strong men’ are the most
characteristic. Some of their faces are covered by medievil
kinghts'’ visors,” other’s heads are completely replaced by metal
prisms and the bodies are covered by armour plating. Melevich’s
mechanized parade of devils according to Matyushin’s intentions
was supposed to have fore-told the ’'end of future wars’. The
actors had become ’‘denaturalized’ by wearing these facial masks,
to hide their character. In the film Aelita, directed by
Protazanov (1924) the costumes and the sets for the Martian court
were designed by Exter. Aelita’s costume was made from rigid
wooden units which were attached by hinges to the waist and
ankles, with a futher hinge at the knee. The actress became a
mechanistic creature full of rhythm, this armour type clothing
being strongly reminiscent of Malevich’s designs for Victory over
the Sun. 1In effect, Malevich’s cubistic style backdrops signified
a transition from Cubo-Futurism to the supermatist movement. A
number of the backdrops represented a confused universe in which
objects such as houses, chimneys, sun dials and staircases were

combined with one another.

Illusionism had been abandoned. Malevich’s Black Square was not a
painting of a square, it was a square preoccupied by spatial
concerns. Presentation had superseded representation, the black
square having reduced narrative content to a nothing. Malevich's
designs for the set of Victory over the Sun reflected this concern

for the ‘non-objective’ in modern art. His costumes and

20




backdrops created a unique pictorial style. He also introduced
his own use of lighting design, the players who were reduced to
merely decomposable motifs, were integrated into the action. This
somewhat isolated but essential experience introduced into the
development of modern theatre, an alliance between the artist’s

need to experiment and to discover a plastic, three-dimensional

setting.

In his introduction to the catalogue, Stage designs and the
Russian Avant-garde (1911-1929), John E. Bowlt states that
although the costumes for Victory over the Sun may strike the
viewer as very ’'theatrical’ in their exaggeration of main features
in a particular character, they are not the most important part of
the visual component the fact, as he claims, was that Malevich was
a painter and not a designer, depicting all the characters in
profile indicating that he did not envisage them in volumetrical
terms. In this production, Malevich perceived the actor as an
extension of the Cubist canvas and not as a mobile, constructive
form. This may seem like a rather harsh critism, but it is a
relatively accurate assessment. The sets in a sense worked for
here Malevich was competent in adapting his method of suprem-
&tist ‘non-objective’ painting to the context of a theatrical
production. But although the costumes are innovative in their
denaturalization of the actor, the sketchesfor the costumes remain
‘two-dimensional’ and pictorial, they fail to become new
structures in their own right. This is the primary difference
between Malevich and both Exter and Popova. They were painter,

sculptor and stage designer simultaneously, Malevich failed to be

SO0 adaptable.

21
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While Victory over the Sun broke with many traditions of the
theatre, it did not define and categorize new Systems; it asked
more questions than it answered. Yet it was this transitional
quality, this ambiquity that attracted Exter and Popova, to the
theatre of the later Avant-garde. Therefore it is not too far
fetched to speculate that Malevich, Exter and Popova, to a lesser
extent, shared a definite attitude to subject matter. They moved
in many aspects away from an art of illusionary images towards the
construction of art works with material that was
non-representional. It has been mentioned that Malevich, as were
Exter and Popova, was concerned with cubism (initially at any
rate). Tatlin was another artist inspired by Cubism and he also
went one step further with this concept of representation and it’s

replacement by the presentation of real material.

In setting apart the examination of material, it’s functions, and
construction, which stems from material rather then aesthetic
concerns, Tatlin (1995-1953) provided the basis of a novel
attitude to exploring creative work, revolutionary in nature
because it left behind the realm of predilection and nuance to
which painting was so sensitive, moving towards the solidity of
real material existence. Tatlin was thus regarded as the source
of an independent art, free from self-expression. All this was
vital to the analysis of art suggested by Constructivist
Practitioners and critics. The primary theory was that painting
and sculpture are artificial domains created by artists hoping to
find self-expression alone. Exter and Popova saw in Tatlin'’s

undertaking of the study of materials and of construction a

rémoved and objective purpose for the artist or ’the constructor’

23




But the interesting fact is that Tatlin’s constructions, rarely
desert the format of painting or relief to become free-standing
sculptures. The study of construction began to be seen as a basic
activity of creative work which was seen to be functioning as much
as film, theatre or architecture at it was in painting or
sculpture. Once construction had replaced composition, the

particular metier, be it within the theatre, became a function of

the material form which the work was to be built.

Despite the fact that Tatlin designed his costumes for The Emperor
Maximilian and his Disobedient Son Adolf before his significant
discovery of Picasso’s reliefs and therefore before his own
constructive work,® he had already depicted a spatial and
volumetrical sensation. Tatlin’s costumes appeared to be intended
for a moving, three dimensional construction, the human form, and
not a static surface. The emphasis on the use of the spiral
structure provided the designs with a distinct vertical impetus.
Tatlin’s aim to place vision under the control of touch, already
found in these costumes was also expressed in his sets for both
the Emperor and it’s counterpart for Ivan Susanin (1913): The
gothic architecture for the Emperor and the Pyramidal ‘geometric’
construction of the forest in the Ivan Susanin were the
forerunners of certain Constructivist designs of the 1920‘s, for
example in the simple combinations of arches and columns used by
Isaak Rabinovich.’ In addition, the critic Auslender observed®

there was an obvious attempt to integrate the
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actor and audience in the Emperor; no footlights were employed
and actors moved freely from stage to audience. This was derived
from the traditions of the circus, where disbelief is not
suspended as it is in the theatre, the performer is free to
approach the audience. Meyerhold/Popova were later to exploit the
directness and physicality of the circus performance in their
work. The production of the Emperor, be it in St. Petersburg or
in Moscow (1912) did in effect Jjust scratch the surface of
possibilities and did not confirm them. It was the future works

of Exter and Popova which resulted in a breakthrough of concepts,

worlds and a new style decor.

Tatlin’s tower or monument to the third international (1919-20)

was his sole mechanized piece, the monument was to commerate the

1917 revolution.

Even when it came to a satisfactorily advanced stage for a full
size model to be constructed, it’s resolving suspended rooms,
which, when built were planned to be huge and to turn at varying
speeds, had to be rotated by a young boy with a simple hand device
on the occassion when the model was shown in Moscow. Machinery
stood for clarity of Construction, economy of means and the
investigation of the enherent qualities of different materials.
Engineers were a source of inspiration for Constructivist
sculptors. ©Popova aimed to exemplify their accuracy and control
in the machine like designs or kinetic devices she constructed for

Meyerhold’s production of Fernand Cromelynek’s tragic-farce The
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Magnanimous Cuckold. Although Tatlin’s ‘Tower’ structure demanded
the reconciliation of geometricial forms of a weight-bearing piece
and gravity’s pull, and Tatlin had to move closer to engineers and
away from the study of materials:- the intuitive element in
Tatlin’s study of construction remains the device of the doubling

leaning spiral.

The new Post-Revolutionary teaching studios, namely Vkhutemas in
Moscow, the Petrograd Free Studios and the theatrical institutions
of which the Institute of Artistic Culture (INKhUK) was the most
important; all these were provided with a basis for study through
Tatlin’s investigation of material construction in his relief and
counter-reliefs. The Meyerhold/Popova productions were committed
to a stage without illusion, at times Meyerhold set the action in
the auditorium, either off stage or on extensions of the stage, to
deny the traditional division between the stage and the everyday
world. This provided a theatrical parallel to Tatlin’s counter
reliefs. For the ’'make-believe’ realm of the picture space or the
stage space had it’s Construction and it supporting paraphernalia
revealed: simultan- eously the artists, contradicting the aims of
traditional perspective, moved decisively forward in space, either
off the picture ’surface’ or out of the proscenium front, into
non- illusionistic physical space shared with the viewer. On
stage, without footlights, Popova’s sets had become gymnastic
apparatus. For Meyerhold actors whose mobility was fully athletic
replaced aesthetics. The actor became mechanical object
controlled by Meyerhold’s system of ’Biomechanics’. This employed
the physical qualities of the actor, the actor thus became the

material used by the director, in much the same way as Tatlin
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had examined the material construction possible with, or natural
to, the physical elements of metal, wood and glass. (For some
time Popova had worked in Tatlin’s studio, between 1912 and 119158
Similarily Tatlin’s study of geometrical and reproducible

construction was reflected in works by the Stenberg Brothers,

Alexander Rodchenko and Popova.

In 1919, the once college of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture
which along with the Stroganov College of Applied Art formed into
the new higher Artistic and Technical Studios (Vkhutemas) located
in Moscow. The influence of Tatlin and Malevich was strongly
felt. The college was not shaped to adher to any certain art or
design but it did develop a strong non-objective body. In 1918,
Popova had joined the teaching staff at the Vkhutemas, where she
and Alexander Vesnin (Exter also taught for a brief spell 1921-22)

taught colour construction on the basic course.

The second college established was in Moscow in 1920, the
Institute of Artistic Culture (INKhUK), Popova was also a member
of INKhUK, she actively participated in the debates of the General
Working Group of Objective Analysis especially in the crucial
discussions concerning the nature of composition and construction.
She presented papers in INKhUK concerning her design for The
Magnanimous Cuckold in 1922 and in response to her commission

wrote a paper "Toward the Question of the New Methods on our Art

School".
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INKhUK, under it’s Constructivist command organised two
exhibitions which reveal the evolution in Constructivist thinking.
These exhibitions were those of Obmokhu (Union of Young Artist)
held in Moscow in May 1921, and the exhibition 5 x 5 = 25 held in
Moscow in September 1921. In the works of the Obﬁokhu exhibition,
by the group’s members (including Rodchenko and the Stenber
brothers) it is possible to locate the influence of both aspects
of Tatlin’s work. The first stemmed from the study of materials
and the other arrived from a study of the structural properties of
geometric forms. The result was that a linear construction
instinctively preserved the integrity of its elements. Every line
was depicted as clearly and as separately as possible, as in the
linking of wunits in reliefs by Tatlin and £free standing
constructions by the Stenberg brothers. Rodchenko’s drawings for
the 5 x 5 = 25 catalogue, reveal this treatment of the line, as do
his drawings and paintings from the period 1920-21. They may be
the most doctrinaire expressions of Constructivit work in two
dimensions differing from Popova’s work of this period. The
dynamic diagonals of her paintings and even of her most minimal
drawings of the period are impressive in the unpretenious force of
the creative work behind them. They contrast with the slower

movement within Rodchenko simultaneous drawings.

In using the term Culture instead of Art the Contructivists showed
their awareness of the social role of the creative individual.
They were to replace fine art with politically and socially
committed design, the construction not of small assemblages of
varying materials, but of steps towards, and objects for the new

state. Before the Constructivists reached this position the
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second exhibition that held vital implications for the

Constructivists was held in Moscow in September 1921.

The very
title of the show 5 x 5 = 25, indicated it'’s basic mathematical
bias. As well as refering to the fact that five Constructivists

each contributed five pieces to the exhibition, which was possibly

the concluding exhibition of Constructivist arts.

The exhibitors were Exter, Popova, Varvara Stepanova, Vesnin and
Rodchenko. Exter’s and Popova’s paintings were similar in that
their exhuberant and colourful canvases which, for the toughness
of their pictorial construction, contained impressive vitality.
They added all the qulaities of colour which Malevich had begun to
allow for himself, to the outlining clarity and firmness of
Construction demanded by constructivism. In theory, pictorial
Construction was absolutely conceivable in terms of Construct-
ivism, but any sense of illusion was eliminated with an emphasis
upon the psychological impact of colour and line being equally
forbidden. So to construct, rather than to compose a painting
meant the use of lines and forms across non-recessive flat space
and to reveal the constructive possibilities of the material to
hand, be it line and shape and colour, or as gouache or oil paint
on board or canvas. Thus, as Constructivist, Exter and Popova
would not have seen their paintings as abstract, but rather as
self-contained solid constructions of material, say comprising of
lines colours and shapes. It was the actual lines themselves
rather than the suggestive qualities of lines and colours which

were important.
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The first stage of Constructivism witnessed Tatlin’s pioneering
reliefs, the next phase saw Tatlin’s tower. The evolution of it’s
theory had led to the shunning of aesthetic speculation and
self-expression. Both of these phases were generally completed
after the exhibitions of 1921. 1In it’s third stage Constructivism
examined it’s function as a force in the building of useful and
practical objects, and on a wider scale, it’s function within the
structuring of the New Society. The rigid laws of Constructivism
had been defined by Tatlin, Rodchenko and others in the area of
the culture of materials and geometrical construction, without the
constraint of those material considerations of a function imposed
from without: ’‘Construction for 1life’ was the third phase of
constructivism, the phase in which both Exter and Popova planted

their roots, as painters/ designers of the Contructivist theatre.

Now the Constructivists looked to the practical design of chairs,
clothes and an entire material culture plan for everyday life.
Every object constituted a part of the new life structure. The
new look was founded upon the Constructivsits’ formal invest-
igation. It signified the start of the simultaneous spread and

dissolution of Constructivist ideals.

Most of the Constructivists who made the change stopped uing the
terms Constructivist and adopted the new title, that of
'Productivist’. Rodchenko clarified the situation in 1921 when he

said ?
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"Construction is a comtemporary attempt
to organize in Utilitarian deployment

of materials. Constructive life is the
art of the future. It is time for art

to flow into the organisation of life".

The following year, theoretical and experimental Constructivism
became committed and practiced productivism. In a sense Exter
and Popova’s work within the Constructivist theatre was as art
Productivists. 1In the same year (1922) Alexei Gan published his
theories in his book ’Contructivism’ Gan stated that art was
indistinguishable from theology, metaphysics and mysticism.
Artistic creativity moved nearer to work, the Constructivist was

. . . 10
becoming a designer. Gan proclaimed

"Down with Art".

This stand was more easily held by Constructivist theorists than

by practitioners of Constructivism, such as Exter and Popova.
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CHAPTER TWO

Alexandra Alexandrovna Exter was born in Belostok, near Kiev on
January 6 1882. She graduated from the Kiev Art School in 1906.
She travelled to Paris in 1908, where she studied at the Academie
de la Grande Chaumiere under Carlo Delvall. A year later Exter
set up a studio in Paris and became acquainted with Picasso,
Braque, Apollinaire and with Marinetti. For the next five years
she travelled extensively between Paris and Russia, importing
Cubist and Futurist ideas into Russia. She also visited Italy.
Her own work at this time displayed the influence of these new
ideas. Her assimilation of Cubism was accompanied by a

decorative interest in colour and rhythm.

Her first theatrical work was done in Moscow between the years
1914 and 1924. She later moved to Paris, where she continued to
design and work as a teacher through the 1920’s ahd early 1930’'s.
After 1933, there are no known productions attributed to Exter.
On March 17, 1949 she died in poverty and obscurity, where she
had lived for many years, at Fonteway-Aux Roses near Paris. She
was one of the great creators of Constructivist (abstract
geometric design and massive structured form) stage and costume
deisgn. Her ability to work imaginatively and creatively in
masses of rich and often brilliant colours is once again being

: ; 1
acclaimed as strongly as it was some fifty years ago.
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Exter worked extensively in easel painting, and as Dr. Nakow

points out.? There is no clear distinction to be made

'Between Exter’s theatrical and Non-

theatrical work’

on November 2, 1916, The Kamerny Theatre in Moscow put on their
presentation of Famira Kifared, a tragedy written by the Russian
poet Innokentii Annenskii, directed by the theatre’s founder
Alexander Tairov, and designed by Exter. This was Exter’s first
theatrical production, and in it she quite literally set the
scene for the truly modernist style of theatrical design, which
was to be further developed in productions for the FKamerny
theatre, amongst others in Russia prior to 1923. (Afterwards
travelling back to Europe). The sets and costumes were inspired
by the fundamental characteristics of non-objective counter
reliefs and were regarded as revolutionary in the theatre by the
contemporary critics. Exter’s approach to theatre design was
largely shaped by the arrival of non-objective painting. Her
contribution to Russian theatre is vital in that she proved to be
one of the most original creators, acting not only as forerunner
but also as teacher and guide. She helped to define theatrical
design in the U.S.S.R. in the 1920‘s, through her relentless
teaching in Kiev, Odessa, Moscow and then in Paris (1922). What
Exter was offering was a new vision of the stage as a
constructively dynamic spatial arena, alive with linear,
colouristic and planar relationships laiden with dramatic intent.
As shown in the photographs of Famira Kifared, Salome and Romeo
and Juliet, Exter’s handling of visual elements, such as scenery,

lighting and costumes, produced a succession of outstanding stage




pictures. She aimed in each scene to intensify the presentation,
to get the meanings and moods across in a richly allusive yet
particular and straight forward language of forms, colours and
surfaces. These spoke to and about the sensibilify stemming from

urban industrial culture.

Although after 1916, Exter was mainly concerned with her
theatrical work, it would be a mistake to think that she
completely rejected her ’pure painting’ in preference to the more
decorative concerns of the theatre. Again the most crucial point

in Exter’s theatrical work is that it evolved from and in

accordance with her pictorial creations. The two are inter-
dependent on one another. They relate to one another in an
elusive dialogue. From the Russian non-objective experience

(i.e. the freedom of supermatism to the strict structure of
constructivism) Exter’'s stage designs and ‘pure’ painting are

some of the most original work.

Until 1914, Parisian Cubism and Italian Futurism were the
foundations of Exter’'s painting. But she was never ruled by
either of these two styles. She developed as an artist fully
aware of her own needs and capable of deciding her own direction
within the new plastic perspective of Cubo-Futurism. From 1311
onwards Parisian Cubism had a less influence on Exter, J.
Tugenhold referred to her work as of a formalist tendency,
concerned with the solution of the problem of dynamic

composition.

40




Her intrepertation of Cubo-Futurist painting was not defined by
the impression of movement as carried out by the 1Italian
painters, (Balla, Boccioni, Carra) but instead was a analytic
study of the system of rotative forces. Her paintings of 1915
reveal this area of study. Spiral staircases form a continuous
movement, diminating the old representational view of a
composition and changing it into a ’dynamic skein’. This kind of
experience (found also in Popova) is at the heart of the first
theatrical costumes for Famira Kifared (1916). When compared to
the gouaches for the scenes. Explosion, movement, weight,
(Ralryv, Drizmenie, Ves) of 19164, the costumes show the same
passion for movement and desire to define different planes,
stratified and disposed in a spiral and centrifugal movement. In
contrast to the contemporary practice of submitting a descriptive
full face project for a costume, Exter’s designs are ‘in motion’,
illustrating the composite image of movement which the actor
would create on stage, in turn this movement would permit the
realization of the full plastic amplitude of the costume (to take

place).

It was not until after 1916 that Exter had gained the
purification of the complexities of movement . She had been
successful in mastering the non-objective language of pure forms,
and made this vocabulary act in relation to the dynamic laws of
Futurism. Exter’s work of the second half of 1916, with her
forementioned series of gouaches to be published in the album
Explosion, Movement, Weight. Although this publication was never

realized, the album’s title outlined the problem of this first
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phase in Russian Constructivist painting. Exter’s role in the
progress of this section of non-objective are must be emphasized,
as in 1915 she provided the experience of Italiam Futurism,

adapted through the formal clarity of Paris Cubism.

The concept of a self-generating, rotating point is reasured in
Bocconi’s work from 1912-13 (and in Leger’s). Of course, it was
Malevich’s work which provided it in Russia. The difference
petween Malevich’s interpretation of this principle and Exter’s
is that the former sees it as a dynamic disposition (the
formalist and absolute futurist illustration of movement). Where
as Exter brings about the rotation of the point so as to create
'planes’. This refers to Tatlin’s materialistic position and the
entire reactional conception of Constructivism which stems from
this position. In opposition to free existence of independent
forms, typical of supermatism, Tatlin wvisualises the impo:tance
of his reliefs emerging from the confliction amongst the
materials. This inter-play within the elements causes new forms
and directional tensions which result in determining the
structure, perhaps even the very existence, of the (tangent),
space of Constructivist painting. An appropriate example is the
gouache by Exter, from Explosion, Movement, Weight series, where
within the centrifugal movement of the lower circle activates

from, when this movement is fragmented it creates planes.

The interaction of two simultaneous plastic experiences makes
possible the study of the practical application of an artistic
concern. This being represented by the costumes (Famira Kifared)

and it’s analytical counterpart, being the scenes of gouaches.
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Exter did not merely transpose her gouaches onto the stage of
Fimara Kifared. She tested the use of various materials (wood and

metal) to make true living sculptures. The actors (performers)
natural dynamic attributes were also used to achieve a new level
of expression. The actors’s limbs were painted. in order to
highlight the changing plasticity of musculature in motion.
Hence the old, Futurist activity of painting the body - epatage -

to shock the bourgeoise, which had been exploited’ by Burliuk and

Mayakovsky and Larionov in 1913 and 1914, was borrowed by Exter.

Exter took the idea of painting the body from the aesthetic
device of the painted surface of a new level, showing the dynamic
structure of the image. In virtually the same way, the texture
principle of the Constructivists, referring to the different
selection of materials, was broadened so as to include the use of
the most unexpected material, the actor’s own physical muscles

are set in motion.

Exter chose to work with Alexander Tairov and his Kamerny theatre

because they shared a similar approach to the new artistic

culture. The state of theatre in the decade before the First
World War was not unlike the state of art. Realism and it'’s
accompanying esthetic of rarchaelogical verisimilitude® had

controlled the theatre internationally since the early 19th
Century and was still flourishing in the early 20th Century,
admittedly in the more sophisticated form of naturalism. In
Russia, the most recognised example of naturalism was
Stanislavsky'’'s Moscow Art Theatre. As shown by a scene from

Cherry Orchard, all elements of this theatre from scenery and

45




costumes to acting-imitating ‘real 1life’ Tairov (along with

Meyerhold and others) found naturalsim a restrictive and

unproductive approach that disguised the true nature of the

theatre under the appearances of life.

Tairov maintained that theatre was an art in itself and he
therefore aimed to train a company of master actors who would be
able to impro... upon an idea in the tradition of the commedia
dell’ arte’. He believed in this ‘Synthetic Theatre’, including
in one company all the talents of ballet, opera, circus, music
hall and drama. For Tairov the development lay not only in a
synthesis of all the arts but in a complex stage machinary which
would act as an extension to the actors’ craft. Based on a
combination of practical experience and theory, Tairov founded
what he viewed as his ’‘emancipated’ theatre, the Kamerny (1914).
He did so by using the ideas of George Fuchs, Adolphe Appia and

Edward Gordon Craig.

From Fuchs, Tairov adopted the idea that the truest form of
scenery was three-deminsional, following the tradition of the
architectural examples of the ancient stage, because it created a
plastic unity with actors (also 3-D forms) to a larger extent
then was possible with either realistic decoration or painted
flats. From Appia he required the need to integrate the elements
of a production through rhythm, the one trait common to all of
them. The temperal, including speech, motion and sound (music),
and the spatial, including scenery, costume and actor. Both
Appia and Tairov made the actor the unifying element of both

temporal and spatial rhythms. Edward Gordon Craig provided
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Tairov with a model of directional ambition and imagination.
Craig’s production of Hamlet was the highlight of the Moscow
season, in 1911. Staged in Craig’s awe-inspiring symbolist
style, he liberally combined (contrary to Fuchs and Appia) two
and three dimensional elements in the set to communicate major
themes. From the start, Tairov was aware that it would take him
some time to fully realize his theatre, it is not that usual, but
the elements that give him the most difficulty were visual.
while he was content with the progression of the ‘pantomime’
style of acting, its effects were lost in the impressionistic
stage picture created by the painted flats and exaggerated detail

costumes of the first productions.

It appeared that to talk about concepts like ‘plastic unity’ and
'rhythms’ was easier than providing them with a visual
expression. After two years of observing the Kamerny theatre
develop, Exter, who had painted the theatre’s entrance area and
designed the house curtain, turned her attention to set
production. According to Tairov, Famira Kifared, due to Exter’s
contribution, was his first really successful play. The
symbolist poet Annenski’s script for the production was derived
from the story of the myth of Thamira, The Thracian bard who on
chanllenging the muses to a contest on the lyre® was blinded for
his arrogance. The text emphasised erotic themes, centering on
the passion of Ariope, Thamira’s mother, for her son, and it
stressed the stark contrast between Apollonian purity and

Dionysian abandon. The rhythm of the script corresponded to the
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metaphorical rhythms of the Appolonian and Dionysian position,

the flux position of ’harmonious’ with the ‘delirious fury’ of

the different passages. This rhythm also controlled Tairov’s

mise- en-scene and Exter’s designs.

The set made of numerous layers of cubical and conical forms
could adapt to both reserved and frenzied actions. Exter’'s set
was not only a translation from her non—objective painting, it
was also intended to evoke the Thracian hills of Greece, the
location in the text, with cubical forms as rocks and conical
forms as cypresses. The black and gold colous of the rocks
represented good and evil forces respectively linked to the
Apollonian and Dionysian rhythms. But it was the sets

intensification of drama that pleased Tairov so much. It created

a flowing succession of dynamic, plastic unities.

Painted bodies (costumes for the chorus of satyrs, representing
the Dionysian rhythm, Exter heightened constrasts in contour,
surface and texture, using not only body paint but wigs and false
breasts to imply their vitality and extreme lusk. When comparing
her drawings, with the photographs of the actual production, they
show how accurately she imagined and the constructed the stage
picture, treating it as one of her paintings. Evidently none of
the additional elements Exter had to consider in her theatre
design: 1like three dimensional forms in real space and the
problem of function, gave her any great difficulty. It was quite

probate that her training as a painter helped her with these.




The next production Exter did for the Kamerny was Salome
premiered in Moscow on October 9, 1917. Tairov’s adaption of the
Oscar Wilde text stressed the inevitability of Salome’s tragic
end, and Exter communicated this theme with the set, which
contained more dynamic elements than had Famira Kifared. The
experiments in the series of 'Explosion, Movement, Weight’ also
inspired the decors for Salome. All the features of dynamic
supermatism which Malevich had evoked during late 1915-16 were

realized. They directed Exter closer to a subsequent painting

style whose organisation was solidy structurised - Contructivism.

Malevich’s ’'Suprematist Manifesto’ (1915) with its principle of
the free navigator of purely formal geometric elements; this
inspired Exter’s formidable sets for Salome, which were capable
of moving and became the plastic commentary of the play. The
conept of an innovative non-objective painting were applied to a
new geometric order Salome’s death was depicted by the use of
five red fabric triangles which fell onto the stage. The non-
objective stage decor was structured by placing diagonally
opposing right angles which arranged the stage space in depth in
line with the new dynamic laws of colour. In Exter’s costume
designs she once again used the principles of diagonal
Construction, this was to become the basis for Exter’s
Contructivist painting during the years from 1918-21. To
increase her knowledge of colour as both material and force,
Exter considered these possibilities first in themselves and also
as visual equivalents for mood and emotion in the theatre. This

is evident in comparing a model of scenic decoration for Salome,
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in which pieces of coloured surfaces that Exter planned to use as

cloths and curtains are show, with paintings such as Dynamic

Composition I and II (1916). The overlapping relationships in

the maquette can also be found in Coloured Rhythms and Coloured

Tensions, two paintings of 1918.

The diagonal cloths and curtains were revealed at critical
moments in Salome - diagonal black streamers draped the stage as
Salome was being killed. According to records both audiences and
critics viewed the ’'message’ becoming active participants in the
theatrical experience, ‘reading’ the set and costumes for
thematic revelations. Salome’s costume silvery blue with spiky
extensions and seductive slits at the same time replusive and
tempting, was a constructively dynamic metaphor of ’‘impatient
virgin sensuality’, according to one Russian critic.’ Suitably,
Exter’s costume - sketch showing Salome’s confident stride, was
also a plastic analogy of her character. The meaning of her
particular posture and gesture has it’s source in Boccioni'’s
notions of th associative properties of r1ine-force, colour-force

form-force’. This sketch recalls the studying figure of

Boccioni’s unique forms of continunity in space.

Mikhail Mordkin choreographed the movements, to a special score
composed by the czechoslovakian Jules Giutel, the FKamerny’'s
Salome surpassed the famous 1912 Paris production of Salome by
Bakst for Balles Russes performer Ida Rubinstein. Whilst Bakst

style relied on the impression made by intensely coloured and

ornately decorated flat surfaces that often took over the other

elements. Exter’s style relied on her ability to articulate each
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element’s presence or role individually and also part of an inte-

grated whole. The individual elements in her production came

together on the basis of dynamic contrast, working together,

working against each other. Salome’s appeal was its power to

communicate visual and emotional sensations in a manner that was

purely modern.

The play of lights and of non-objective elements in motion
provided the source for a number of pictorial experiments in
1918. The theatre in 1917 presented pictorial Contructivism with
an ideal plastic experiment, this simplifies the realisation that
the most interesting innovations among the Constructivist
painters were Exter’'s - a year after Salome. If we accept that
Malevich had brought painting to the free manipulation of planes,
the painters closest to him such as Exter and Popova
automaticlaly tried to manipulate the possible dynamic laws for
the organis- ation of pictorial masses. Malevich had encountered
a new and more liberal conception of geometrical elements through
his decor of Victory over the Sun (1913) this in turn had led him
to supermatism. Although Exter’s experiments differed consider-
abley from those of Malevich it was in a similar way., through
theatrical experimentation that Exter established the foundations

for the very important chapter of Constructivist painting.

So in her theatre work Exter had a special interest in the

; : :
movement of forms in space and also applied this to the actors

movements on the stage, whom she envisaged as 1living non-

objective Constructions in motion. Her practical adaptation of

Cubo-Futurist conception highlighted by the rotative movement of




forms is perceptible in several of the projects for the costumes

of Famira Kifared and Salome, and is also evident in the sets and
costumes for Tairov’s production of Shakespheare's Romeo and
Juliet (1921). It was her third and last production for the
Kamerny. It demonstrated her ability to modernize history, here
the Italian Renaissance by applying the same guidelines she used
in Salome. For in Salome, the stage picutres in Romeo and Juliet
are similar to her paintings of this period, such as composition
and construction of colours (1921). In both the play and
paintings, there are interpenetrating diagonal networks of bars
and wedges, in the play these relationships could be read as the
visual equivalent to the tangled intrigues in this adapted
translation of Shakepeare’s tragedy. The costumes for Romeo and
Juliet were created as actual moving counter-reliefs. They were
made from a variety of materials and caused the actors to carry
out complex and awkward rotations. These costumes were moving
sculptures which enabled Exter to explore the principle of the

rotative interaction of planes pivoting around a central axis.

At the end of 1921, Popova's painting reflected similar experi-

ments which have to be related to Exter’s work.

There was a very close friendship between these twoO artists

Popova, in particular had great admiration of Exter.

The production of Romeo and Juliet revealed other innovations

with plastic concerns; Space pecame vertically dynamic with the

use of several platforms and staircases. The reflections of the

i irrors that caused an
actors’ movements could De seen in mirr




illusion of a multiplicity of spatial planes.

Exter’s inclusion

of independent platforms stems from her idea of suprimposed and
multi-pictorial accumulation of planes in her paintings. This
was the first stage production to use independent platforms and
from 1922-23, most Constructivists used these elements as the
basic structural organisation of the stage space. Once again
Exter used free-standing platforms in her designs for
Goleizorski’s ballet production in 1922'° anticipating the famous
set by Popova for Meyerhold’s production of The Magnanimous

Cuckold.
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CHAPTER THREE

There are approximately 160 works by Liubov Popova in the George

Costakis collection. Early works by Popova in the collection

consist of a number of individual studies and five sketchbooks

from the pre-war period. A small group of pictures dated 1906-08

reveal an instinctively sure hand and the vivid palette that was
to characterize her production throughout her career. One of the
sketchbooks is dated 1914, but some may represent the year from
1907-08 when Popova studied in Moscow with the painters Stanislav
zhukovsky and Konstantin Yuon. The portrait sketches and human
1ife studies were academic exercises reflecting the conventional
form of artistic discipline that existed in Moscow as it did in

every other European capital during this period.

Popova was born in 1889 in Ivanovskoe near MOSCOW. Her family

were wealthy people belonging to the cultivated bourgeois that

travelled extensively. She was educated at the gymnazium in

Yaita and later at the Arsenier gynmazium in MOSCOW. She had

trained as a teacher before commencing her studies with Zhukovsky

and the Impressionist Yuon. In 1909, Popova travelled across

Russia to St. Petersburg, Kiev, the ancient cities of Norgorod,

Pskov, Rostdv, Suzdal, pereslave and then into Italy 1n 1910.

Popova probably saw the works of Cezanney Gauguin and the

Impressionist tradition whilst studying with Zhukovsky and Yuon,
ol : : =
but her interest in modern painting 1S more likely dated fro

in’ i i ite
1912 onwards when she joined Tatlin’s studio. It is qu

n the same year that she was introduced to

pPossible that it was i
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gergei Shchukin’s impressive collection of modern French art i
n

MOSCOW . Her sketches of foliage are clearly influenced by

gezanlEs At the same time Popova produced drawings of trees
I
gome of which seem to show a definite primitivism. There is no

effort to illusionism or sense of perspective. The studies

contain heavy ink lines. These studies seem more in line with

the work of Natalia Gonchavova and Mikhail Larionov and the
rworld of Art’. The sketches showed an attempt to distill the

basic structural patterns and organic rhythms cf her subjects.

In 1912, Popova visited Paris with Nadizhda Udaltsova and Vera
Pestal, where she studied with the Cubists Le Fauconnier and
Metziner. The following year she returned to Moscow, once again
working with Tatlin. She did pay another visit to Paris and
Italy 1914 but returned to Moscow after the outbreak of World War
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It was in 1913 that a marked contrast in Popova’s figure studies

occurred. She reduced the body to & play of open rested cones,

somewhat reflecting Boccioni’s development of a Bottle in Space.

Popova most likely saw this piece in the Ttalian Futurist’s Paris

Exhibition in the Summer Of 1913. But there is also a suggestion

i i xial
of Tatlin’s influence in their strict structural and a
ort of the body’s

articulations which emphasise the levels of supp

Tovement The year 1 914-15 is seen as Popova's mature Cubo-
' ini inti how her
Futurist period At he begining her paintings S

pictorial devices, these eventually

absorbtion of Western

tonomous and composed style.

Submerge in her later more au
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The distinctive European influence in her earlier work are

obvious through her use of certain subject matter; colours, green
and brown; random geometric volumes and her interwining together
of subject and environment through a flowing rhythmic pattern of
modular forms. In her Italian Still Life (1914) - Popova employs
collage and letters from the Roman alaphabet. She uses Roman
lettering in her Portrait and the closely linked Philosopher,

poth of 1914-15.

The First World War isolated Russian artists from the West by
1915. By this stage Popova used the cyrillic alaphabet, a more
vibrant palette created by native Russian art and combined
wall-paper textures and patterns rather than real collage.
Brisk diagonals, circular rhythms and arabesques with subtle

white highlights could be found in her work.

These elements structure her painting free from the influence of

subject matter and reflect Boccioni’s introduction to his 1913

exhibition catagloue where he wrote:-

"One must completely forget the figure

in i iti :ne and, on the
enclosed in it’s traditionsllin ;

contrary, present it as the centre of plastic

1
o 5 - n
directions in space -

The arrival of French cubism and Ttalian Futurism was well timed
va O

f all three countries were searching for the

in that the artists © N
e
fundamentals of a new formal language. They explore
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disembling traditional patterns of expression

In the Summer of
1913, kruchenykh, founded the view that was shared by the visual
ua

artists:-

"A new content can only be obtained when we
have worked out new devices, when we have

worked out a new form. The new form therefore

implies a new content, and thus it is the form

that defines the content".?

The direction taken by both poets and painters as reflected here
identifies content with formal structure, rather than subject
matter. The ’breakthrough’ in the visual arts occurring in the
West supplied Russian artists with plastic devices for restruct-
uring their vocabulary and syntax, despite the fact that they did
not accept aspects of the French painters’ practice, finding them

passive and ancedotal in contrast to the active and constructive.

Popova’s painting of 1914-15, Portrait, indicates an awareness of

Tatlin’s ideas, even though the piece is still figurative and

3 Ly s
does not have any three dimensional elements added to 1t

: : s
Surface. The flat black planes, conic shapes, which seem

sparent
extend from the surface and enclose space) and the transp
ic forms as Tatlin
Cones in the lower foreground suggest the basic
This piece also shows

defined them for wood, metal and

Archipenko, (The Ukranian

1912-13 stay in

Certain elements of Alexander
isi ing her
Sculptor’s studio Popova visited during

time that the Ukranian sculpture was
S

Paris)- It was at thi

anthropomorphic constructions 1in

concentrating on mixed-medla:
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wood metal and glass.

I
NG5 Popova constructed three reliefs

she chose similar forms to Tatlin’s and Projected them from th
m the

gall however the works are different to Tatlin’s counter relief
reliefs.

popova utilized bright colours (palette) and painterly shading to

define these as ’‘plastic paintings’.

The ‘paintings in relief’
pelong to her Cubo-Futurist phase rather than being termed as

constructivist, as Tatlin’s work personafied the term, that is of
4

specific forms dictated by particular raw materials.

Popova briefly turned to Suprematism in 1916. Her work of this
short period reveals a formal debt to Malevich in it’s open
space, drifting planar forms and clear flat colour. However,
suprematist theory failed to really satisfy her because Popova
had become too involved in the spatial and conceptional premises
of Contructivism which did not coincide with Malevich’s more

mystically oriented aesthetics of non-objectivity.

An irregular period of post-Cubist abstraction followed in

Popova's art. (1917-18 is the date usually given for this phase).

In these paintings, some motifs can be interpreted as disjointed

reflections of Cubist still lifes. The colours appear random,

ini ich’s somewhat
the highlighted areas are reminiscent of Malevich's

inti here it
Stiffly rendered modeling im his paintings Gt ©oltnop T

ver, but
Popova'’s planes cross O .

does not create volumetric form. p e
- . Also, the fronta

there is no strong structural logic apparent . .
ines as 1n

: es and diagonal 1 1
Organization clyndrical and conlcC shap

i £
use devices found in a numbexr ©

'Architectonic Composition' v

Tatlin- S counter-reliefs.
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popova reached her most personal form of expression in 191g

For

the next four years, her canvases, demonstrate the cleare e
St an

consistent

S conception of Constructivism in painting to

appear in the Soviet Union.

These pieces illustrate how Constructivism largely understood
through Tatlin’s ideas as a sculptural idiom which recalls and
encompases the true nature of materials, embodying painting in

the theory and practice that stemmed from Tatlin’s followers.

The Constructivists had adopted this title in 1921 where their
first exhibition was held in the same year. The groups most
reknowned members worked in three dimensional form. But in the
Russian idea of Faktura, a philosophy of materials that perhaps
has been at the begining of the Constructivist aesthetic, paint

itself was regarded at an autonomous expressive medium.

8 i ] 3
Nikolai Tarabukin, Constructivist artist and theoretician

'If we apply this general definition (of

e sider as
Construction) to painting, W€ must con

i he
elements of pictorial construction, t

vas
material and real elements of the canvas,
i i hatever
which is to say the paint OF medium, W

ure of
it may be, the texture, the struct

lements
colour, the technigue and other €
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unified by the composition (as a Principle)

and constituting altogether the work of art

(as a system)’.

Hence according to the principle of faktura not just only metal
a

or wood, but the material of the paint surface itself, its
3 4

thickness, glossiness, technique of application was seen as a

texture or fabric (a faktura) that creates certain forms. It was

thought that this essential law would alter the function and

significance of the work of art. The narrative function or

figuration art would be takenover by a self-contained system.

This resulted in artists such as Popova, Exter and Rodchenko
stressing the qualities and potential of paint as an independent
medium of expression, the vocabulary exclusive to the painting
experience. They aimed to discard any references to illusion,

narrative or metaphor from their work.

By 1916, Popova had acquired the pictorial notion of the plane

field in space, through her association with Malevich. However,

i i rned to a
when she resumed her work at Tatlin’s studio, she retu

inti ting on colour,
nore materialistic! idiem o paincinacECEE

i ted so as to
Plane, 1line and texture as rthings’ to be trea

Whereas Malevich
Produce dynamic compositions and new content.

eric spaceé;
gible and intricate.

Popova sought to
dttempted to create an atmosph

: : i tan
Materialize it and depict 18 vigorious,

2 alance defined by
Two ingj i les of apsolute spatial P :
lcative examp Yed painting Architectonlcs

it
POPOVa’s use of paint are poth t



Figs.
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(1918—-19) 2 In both paintings,

the planes do not 80 much overlap

o technique that suggests at least ga shallow spatial depth) as
interpenetrate. The small black motifs recall Malevich but they
do not float. They are fixed in the single plane that sets this
Composj_tion. The diagonal movements request a pespectival
reading while defying it at the same time. The use of white
gives rise to the ambivalent effects of transparency and
reflection, Popova uses small active brushstrokes which make

delicate graduations and tonal passages from one area to another.

During the Winter months of 1920-21 the principles of
Constructivism and Construction were hotly debated. But Popova

had been using the term ’contructive’ since 1918-19°

'What is of importance now is the form or part

of a form, line, colour, or texture that takes
an immediate part in the painting

Construction’.

In 1919 Popova wrote’

i the
'Line as colour and as the vestige of

i irects the
| transverse plane iS jnvolved, and di
| ] ergetics a
‘ forces of Construction .-« Energ

nd lines OT )
direction of volumes and planes @

esl
their vestiges and all colour

r experiments such as

pied py linea

1, Popova's work wa oAl

2 y to Tatlin’s
POpO

£ :
he Spatial force Construction:




-

'Truth to M i !
s of aterials’ wag evident in her works
executed
. on wooden 5
girectly panels, By this point the artist viewed
viewe
olour as superfluous, she limiteq her palette mainly to bl
’ 0 ack,

hile and red. Precision became part of her work
4

: ) echoing to
draw the circles in Spatial Force Constructions (1920-21 with a

compass) - The straight lines were not so precise A smooth

glossy type of paint was used to paint the linear components of
the work. A denser more, amlte-like paint was applied to the
shaded areas. This is an ideal example of Tatlin’s theory that
the material controls the technique and the technique the forms.
Fluid paint requires a precision tool (instrument) while the
other thicker paint demands a ‘dabbing’ method and results in
less accurate configurations. These works are more severe than
her earlier paintings. There is no ‘transperency’, but the the
physical presence of paint is more aggressive as in Spatial Force

Contruction.

In November 1921, Popova (along with Exter and others) had

: P d
announced her withdrawal from theoretical _activity an

] er energies to
laboratory’ work with forms to devote h g

‘Production art’.

i hlete ex ression
According to Chuzhak’s definition the first comple P ;-
i g Cuckold whicC

°f theatrical Constructivism Wwas The Magnanimou

produced by Meyerhold and

0 e . 'l 19221
Péned in Moscow on 15th APT: on was not

he roducti
acted op machine designed by popova. at P

the theatre. She had designed the
o

Opov ursi iL the
a's i gion int
first exc i his Workman Balda at

Costy the Priest
mes for the Tale of chzrsky's Play the

Runa
Yoscow Children'’s Theatre and £OF
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Locksmith and the Chanc
ellor (19
21)

' at
audT atsky confirms Chuzhak’s viey® e
asserting that it was |

rfl'lle first if Y r uction in which
e p i nCi l i

consistently realised’

Meyerhold openly ackn t l i v a
penly acknowledged the role which Popo
| . _ a's machine had
played in his overall handling and direction of the play, and he
clearly felt th v ’
at a full and real Constructivist synthesis h
sis had

peen achieved here between content and form

:‘he play, a French tragi-farce set in a mill, was written Db
Cirzand Crommelynck. It contained absolutely no revolutionarjr
abn en1.:. As in all Crommelynck’s plays passioﬂ was reduced to

surdity. The miller Bruno, obscessed with jealous doubts about

his fai
t 03 ’ 0 . .
hful wife’s fidelity, insists on her accepting the

advance
S : ;
of his friends soO that he can convince himself of her

infidelj
lity rather than simply imagining 1it. Eventually he

deman
ds that his wife Stell accepts the offers of all the locals

stella at her wits end,

So th
at he can discover her lover.

ges to run awayy, escaping to content monogamy . The actors

Wore
production clothing known as prozodezhda. They used

xecutive thelxr bio-mechanics.

He_r
sets referred to the windmill in the text without giving the

tting that they W

ails and wheels;,

ere actually in

audj
ence any opportunity of £0rd°
one of

The S

a th
eatre and mot by & windmils:
rotated in time

author'’s name;,

them

bearing ett ! the
1 er's from

g round fast a

With 0 [] -
the action of the plot whirlin t excited




e

noments and slowing down
at others. 1m0 £
acilitate
the acto
rs

echanical. movement
m S, Popova had transf
ormed the ;
mill into
an

intricate apparatus o
f platforms, revolving d
oors, ladde
rs and

scoffOlding' Compose
P d of several levels the f
ramework looke
d

r . g I p

Construction conveved
M the urbanism of city 1i
y life. The indu i
strial

urban environment was
: the key to progress, and this
opova’s machine posse e
ssed an additi '
ional ideologi i
in that it refer = e
red to the attempt in real life to b
o build the

ndustr i i
.La O S.

In 1921, Tai i
. rov had commissioned Popova to design the set
costumes for i a
Romeo and Juliet, the resulting set was a complex
constructio
n of perspectural confusions and ambiguous planes

defined b
y colour. However, Popova’s set had proved so difficult

to trans i
pose 1nto reality that Alexander Vesnin was asked to

adapt . :
her ideas into something mOIe viable.  Although the

'framew
O r 03
rk’ element was present 1in Popova/Vesnin design for the

mass q
festival, and despite the fact she had explored it two

dimens i
sionally in her architectonic paintings there is no proof

that

Popova had been involved in detailed explorations of it,
cond : :

ucted in three dimensions with real materials, prior to the

Her drawn design for the set

Set
for The Magnanimous cuckold.

ally and popova did not make any

Was »
conceived two dimension
mensional relationship explicit. Only

ed did popova

Sty
Uctural or three di
work on it as a three

afte
r the design was construct
ering the pro

portions as she had found

din,

e .

nsional structure alt
al form it was therefore more the

the
M too detailed. IN it’'s fin
ratory wOoX

ract design

reg
ule ot practical labo x than of abst

Sl
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K deb
At EHE ST ate on the Magnanimous Cuckold on 27 April 19
ri 22

FOpOFES stated that her designs had been concerned

r7o translate that task from the aesthetic

plane onto the productivist plane.’’
ghe viewed this an an opportunity for the °

rconcrete definition and realization of my
personal theoretical and practical
professional work ... formulated as equipping
a theatrical action with material elements’.

To achieve the realization of this aim Popova had set herself

three tasks. One concerned prozodezhda (work clothing), the

other two concerned the set itself.

'The organisation of the material elements of

the spectacle as an apparatus, & kind of

i iven
installation or contrivance for the gi

gect utilitarian suit-

action. In this reP
ability must serve as the C
certainly notthe sol

aesthetic problems =~

i e entire
so as to Co—ordinate th
ments ...

to this end the

process of this action:



novements of the doors angd window, and
 and the
rotating of the wheels were j
€ 1ntroduced i
nto
+he basic score of the action by thei
' ir
movements and speeds these were to underij
ine
and intensify the kinetic value of each

movement of the action.’’

popova's structure maximised the spatial potential of the whole
volume in which the hypothetical ‘world’ of the play was built.
Not surprisingly it was Popova's solution which provided the
pasis for the subsequent Contructivist experimentation. Popova's
second Constructivist theatrical project with Meyerhold was the
Earth in Turmoil in 1923. The play was an adaptation of La Nuit
by Martinet, written by Sergei Tret’yakov, who was a contributor

to the LEF.!® Whereas props had been absent from The Magnanimous

Cuckold there was an extensive use of props in the Earth in

Turmoil. The props were taken from the real world, including

such objects as telephones, typewriters and bicycles as well as

the use of a film projectorymsldesRandi ey and a variety of

lighting and sound effects. The massive wood construction which

rane. In contrast to the

dominated the stage resembled a gantry c

- ~ - - - S

kinetic devices of The Magnanimous cuckold its flexibility wa
i . It was

festricted and its role in the performance less vital

paratus from which to hang the film

d revolutionary

u :
Sed mainly just as an aP e
slogans

: -
°reen and various agitatlonal an
le series of the slogans

rormoil, form part

A who
The Earth in

: 1
We shall build a New world’ -
devyj ]
®Vised by Popova for the playi

of :
the Costakis Collection:
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2 e limited
pespite th PArt played by the apparatus, its resembl
/ emblance
to a crane stressed the fact that ip this example po
. . pova was
directlY utilising an image taken from the world of ind
industrial

technology - Its artistic transformatiop was minor, a simpl
' simple

reduction 1n scale, a removal from it’s rails accompanied by th
e

retention of the wheels for mobility. 1In contrast to the minimum

use of props in The Magnanimous Cuckold, Popova clarified her

inclusion of products of modern technology in the Earth in

Trurmoil, in an explanatory note published in LEF.'? She stated

the design treatment for the play was based on a living influence
and not an aesthetic influence. The props were chosen in
relation to the play’s plot, to create agitational commentary on

the play, they served no decorative purpose.

This suggests an important change of direction in the development
of Constructivism in the theatre. The apparatus in The
Magnanimous Cuckold could not be fully identified as a particular

machine instead it was an artistic synthesis and adaptation of

i ted
the mechanial elements of a machine, close to an abstrac

i xist in
machine in resemblence. This apstract element did not e

otic i i as not
the Earth in Turmoil, where the artistic interpretation W
i itself replaced
Substituted for the mechanical, put where it was it ;
: valuation of the
by real mechanical objects. ThiS suggested a I€

aesthetic value. The Magnanimous

aesthetic and what possessed

ea of art (constructivism)

Cuc : py the id
kold had been motivated 2 nsform life itself

jal need to tra
g a direCt prOd

t+ransforming art and

changing' life, and the essent uct of the

o : in
leg to the idea ofhehe artistiC bel

i fe was
*eal world of objects. pasically life
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che concept of what was beautify] . The theatre w
as not providin
g

4 new direction 1in Contructivist activity, in th
. 7 e file of
1iterature the reporting of facts was regarded as
. : superior as an
artistic ideal to ‘creative writing’. The producti
uction of the

garth in Turmoil marked a stage in this process whereb
whereby

contructivism planning to transform the environment was itself
peing altered by that environment, returning to éxisting reality
as a source of inspiration, of imagery and as a begining for
artistic work. The process of the decline of Constructivism had
in fact begun. As the contemporary critic Chuzhak points out the
Earth in Turmoil contains a whole series of compromises with the

old threatre. &

82




FOOTNOTES

Chapter Three

Umberto Boccioni, Preface.

"Exposition de Sculpture
Futuriste du Peintre et Sculpteur Putivister
Boccioni, June 20-July 16, 1913
Alexei Kruchenykh. ‘The New Paths of the World’ 1913

Translated and quoted by A.X. Nakov, Introduction in

Edinburg, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art,

liberated colour and form. Russian non-objective art

1915-1922. August 10-September 10, 1978 p.11

Nikolai Taravukin. 'Ot Molbertv le Mastine’ Translated
into French as ’‘Du Chevalet a la Machine’ in A.B. Nakov and

Nikolai Taraboukin, Le Dernier Tableau, Paris 1972 p.42-43
Rokitin. '1,iubov Popova’ From her manuscripts and notes
in Women Arists of the Russian Avant-garde.

e, Moscow
From the artists contribution 5o O GREEICEy
1919, p.22

969, p-261
Rezhisser ’Meyerhold’, MoSCOW, 1 I

83




10.

Ll

12,

13,

.. Popova

Rogonostse’ MS, a private archive Moscow

' Certain section
of this document have been reéproduced by Rakitj
ina,

(Lyubov
popova pp 153-4) J.E. Bowlt

"From Surface to Space’ The

art of Liubov Popova PR 87 EN119 76 2 Christina Lodder
']
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Front of the Arts

A whole series of the slogans devised by Popova for the

play The Earth in Purmoil form part of the Costakis

Collection

Popova Saw that this nre

LEF Publication No. 4 1923, p.44

i i nt approach and
revolutionary situation required a differe PP

the past

emphasised this by U
Stage.

pervyisbornik
N. Chuzhak see e€t-

Materialov Rubotnik
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one of the major criti
itici
sms of Alexander Ext
er was th
at she w
as

258 fully committed
t
0 Constructivism in h
that he
r approach

"I Y .
WO

judgement as comple
pletely accurate, it is
over generali
alized and

simplified in its
as
! sessment, but what it does provide
indication of the varia : | |
i
tions between Exter and Popow : k
The former was more lyrical i '
: | a's work.
| Y n her adaptation of both Cubism and
Constructivism. Yet, Sitmei ‘ .
' P s impossible to compare Exter and
Popova’s set and co i
P stume desi '
gns without b i eir
| | earing in mind thei
working relationshi ith Tairov an rhol th director
k ships w airov and Meyerhold Both di ors
were also somewh iv r .
at diverse f
om each o i i
ther in their concepts of

the theatre production.

In Tai
rov’'’s th
catre a play was in essence a highly aesthetic

affair i
- 2 !
which the director controlled the mood of his audience

bY un. o
iting ef
g fects of gesture, dramatic action, lighting, costume

what p
e r L)
called ’'The scenilic atmosphere’ of the play. It was an

=
dependent on aesthetic effect, 2 direct heir of the
it is surprising that

In this respect,

0 i S n r

the
Con G -4

Structivist Exter ever pecame 1 e
4 a change in d

Movements were f

jrection away from

ThEa
tre ;
, but it still represente
romalized

s ivory t
ower of art for art’s sake.
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and 1o more naturalistic thap the setg

The directo
i fyi . r remaj
the unifying and pre-dominent influence Hotnes

However, Me
Yerhol
= director who became mogt dedicateq to e

Strictly COnStr Tt
uctivist
: : 2 He
prlnClPleS also abandoneq the naturalistje . i
; ge, ut in
many ways Meyerhold was the antithesis of Tairgy as a di
lrector.

although they shared the belief ip the dominance of the di t
irector
over his actors and designers, Meyerhold Was more committed to a

stage without illusion than was Tairov, The action was carried

out without the aid of footlights, which tended to create a

separation between the world of actors, well illuminated, and

that of the audience in semi-darkness. Like Meyerhold, Popova

adhered to the rigid rules of Constructivism, with no room for
suspended belief in her stage designs she proved to be more
austere and principled in her theatrical work than was Exter. In
Popova’s economy of means and her severity of organisation make
Exter seem almost flamboyant in comparison. There is little

evidence of Exter having worked with Meyerhold but this is not to

say that Popova had no professional links with Tairov. In 1921,

Popova worked on sets and costumes for the Kamerny'’s production

: s colour
of Romeo and Juliet. However, her non-sequential planes ok

transposed into an illusion-

and illogical deflections of light,

and vaulted ceilings, created an

istic setting with stairs

Fortunately, all was not

awkward and unacceptable contradiction.

the architect, took the

lost, Popova’s friend Alexander Vesnill,
y Tairov in hiS PZ

umes forsiEheRssais

so much more CO-

d . . 3
®signs, altered them, simplif oduction

Sherent ensemble, which was then used b

o . d the cost
. May, 1921. Exter had designe
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: Romeo and Jyjj : _
productlon of et and much of Tairov's mige-en scens

selisas the Dbalcony scepe tragedys
s

and the

finale, was
. ctorially  beautiful although
prt

there yag (according to

—-Nouveau Style mannerisms,?

Hgie tension of the emmity between the two families,
tr

pudnitslky’) NEoORmichERaE: But the

due to
. 's desire for the crowd scenes tq look festive and pictur-
Tairov

& Exter had also contributed tq the designing of the sets,
esque -

hich appeared light and vivid in her sketches. Capturing the
whicC

:rit of Renaissance and a contemporary style, when constructed
spiri

h sets were heavy and stylized. Although this prodution
the

ived critical aclaim, it was not successful with the public.
recel -
t stopped practical work in the theatre from that time. Her
Exter

I in the Kamerny theatre was taken by the Stenberg brothers.
place

' ism’ for ladies
Mayerkovsky rediculed what he called ‘Sweet Futuris
e Y i imed at
n (o) i marks aime

referring to the Kamerny theatre, his sarcastic re
e .

n i igns which were
£ “ In 1930 she published her theatrical desig
Xter.

\V t—

lvist th ed with no s ecific
i
Lv] because most of them were design P
eme, e h

ed

tive
the decora
i ealm of
a n irtuosity and was entering the I
ew virtuos

d
igation of space; ha

: rgan
hythmic O
Exterrg concentration on the T Y

: r
designs, he

her dress

e theatre, £ilm

3 vist ] for the

dMticipated her Constructi designs £o

e

1, her costum . sitst! became

InariOnettes and above all; e rproducthl

va

opo for
Both Exter and POP e

t als
Aelita (1924) the stage bu

o : for
anOlVed in not only costume d
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e industry, The pPatterns
the

that Popova designed

ted of rigorous combinatiopg of Eucl
is

const

idean geometric formg.
ing a rigid economy of artistic means,
rvl

obse

as she had ip

jcal work, each design exploited the Potential of one or
i

theatr

h forms 1n combinationMwin an equally limited colour
uc
two S

f one or two colours with black and white, Through the
o
range

ion and equal development of thege simple elements quite
iR
repetl

te patterns were produced. For example, in one design
intrica

Such designs relied on the experiments with structure,
u
:hythm. ' |
colour and interpenetrating planes which Popova had carried out
a ture paintings Popova went on to design clothes
in her architecture paintings. P g
.h |d uti |]Se these readil reproducible geometrical
that wou ili ily p =S
s and skirts, but
patterns These were simple garments, blouse '
strictly
' fulfilled the
which hardl
i i elegance, y
with a conscious ’
i been set up for prozoderzhda, as
i i ia which had
functional criteria

i defined
i jation from
he Magnanimous Cuckold. This dev

I ‘res . 0
] i e

iod in which
itional perio
he influence of the transiti
to modify under the i

of 1921).
i KhUK debates

t its ideas (during the IN

it was working ou

d material
i unpatterne
designs atilised plail,

; to the
ression
! clear eXp
but provided &
Which did not obsure

othing.
Structure and form of the cl
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ts to whi
The exten hich POPOVa Succeeded ;
1n achieyj
1

: ction and bal n
intera ance between her pey e 0
aestheti

factors in design, is well el o C and the other
comparing he
ic

gxter, 10 which geometrical orpa work with
ment domi
minated
concerns . Exter’s th . Al
eoretical statements cop ther
cerning rati
lonal

+hing design 1 many of the
clo g g for mass production did utilij
e ilise
pr]n01ples also :
put forward b Popova (and Stepanova Both
l Y )&

]:tj sts stress
d the need for Clothing to
e Possess certain

qualities s =3

'Appropriateness, hygience, psychology and

harmony of proportions with the human body’

I i

had to be suitable for the workers and the type of work that

would be i i Of course, this did not
conducted in this clothing. ! i i

nec i :
essarily apply to their costume designs for the stage.

Consi i 3
derations of function were united with explorations into

the ;
material components of clothing. Exter sought to correlate

fo . i
rm with material and came to the conclusion that certain

hateri : 6
rials, wool for example, Were suitable for a

"form compared of right angles ..- without any

ional vertical rhythm of

unnecessary addit
terials make it
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complex and varied
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silhouettes for clothes
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FollOWing there principles Exter designed garment
Nts which woulq
fulfil a number of purposes, reverting to the diffe t
rent types of

jctivities in the routines of everyday life. (Clothi
: : . ng would serve
.s a walking outfit, dress for special Occasions, and k
' a working

outfit, means of simple alterations tolthelor aranil
outfit.

gowever, Exter certainly never discarded the concerns of el
elegance

t ‘'per se’. i
and beauty 'P Even in her work for mass production she

employed decorative devices and stressed that’

rClothing for mass use must consist of
simplest geometrical forms such as the

rectangle, square, triangle’

Rhythm and variety in the content of these forms would be catered
for through colour. In many ways this explains why aesthetic
factors dominate her creations for the Studio of Fashion (Atel’e
mod) and her costume designs for Aelita. In both these areas of

her work, strict utility played no role and Exter’'s use€ of

geometrical forms as decorative elements stressed the painterly

isti sian
nature of her approach to clothes. Christina Lodder, (Rus

ita as more
COnStructivism) dismisses Exter’s costume for Ael

ST her servant’s
reminiscent of Art Nouveau than Constructivisim, and

ar metallic stripes, appeared to

trousers constructed of rectangul

odate movement. Loodder

be designed to prevent rather than R

Writesa
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Tt is Significant
that whereag Stepanova :
an
popova used the theatre tq realise :
Prozodezdha
pxter produced these decorative frip
Peries -
difference which was fy :
ndamental i
N their

approach".

umes for RAelita were quite
The cost qul emarkable but we v
re removed

from the concerns with practicality found ip Popo
va's 'overall’ or

'poiler suit’ type costume desi
gns. But then agai
gain, Aelita was

pased on Tolstoi’s fantastic story of men
tarians from Earth, this dictated i :from ke -
an imaginative and ‘unreal’
scenario. It 1s accurate to claim that Exter costumes looked
rather obsurd in her sketches but were appropriate with regards to
the overall context of the medium, film in this case. This
supplied Exter with a high degree of momentum, she depended on the
cinematic method to 'move’ the characters and provided the viewer
with several successive points of view. In turn, the cinema
supplied Exter with an additional or artifical space - this was

one reason why Meyerhold was to become SO intrigued by moving

Pictures. The bizarre designs of the costumes, their asymmetrics

and mechanical attributes, were appropriate to the everchanging

SPace in which they functioned. There Were very diverse from the
Sxhuberance of her pieces for Romeo and Juliet and in certain
. o i 4 of
"a¥S, containing something of the simplicity and severity
pue to the

for Phedre (1922)
r turned to other

would be

Ale

X¥ander vVesnin’s costumes
r : , :
EStrlCtions of the black and white film, Exte
r in her pieces

Sys
YStems of formal definition, as colou




4 along with hep Strong interest
wastet:

in space as a
tive means, encouraged Exter tq employ a gey
cred

ection of unusual

ials in the construction of the Costumeg,
ri

mate

and to depend op
. i+e contrasts between material textures - a3
defint

uminjum, Perspex,

and metal-foil. Such "industriaj- Mmaterials of coy
s
glas

rse were
of the Constructivists,
t

cult of the machine, and pot totally
P

ced from the machines found in Popova'’s designs.
divoxr

In Popova‘s
tructions, they were applied with g real utilitarian purpose.

ith Aelita, both in Exter’s costumes and Rabinovich’s sets,
But Wl

trial materials served a definite objective. 1In the absence
industr

lour, they defined form. Their transparency and reflectivity
of colour,

d with the space around them and created in eccentric montage
joined wil

of forms.

v reer igner was
ing point in Popova’s career as a stage design
The turni . .
ndaou i i g lusive e
doubtedly after her participation in the ‘conclu .
: = un d Meyerho in
5oax 25. where she had encountere eye
exhibition 5 = A h h )¢ =
velop a programme
1921 Meyerhold had invited her to develop P

i Producer
i tage Higher
course in ‘material stage design’ at his Stag

popova had
opova

it was here that

ork in Moscow of course, 1 2

Workshops in .

ion were
he productl

d popova's ideas Fort

MagnanimouS Cuckol »

including
. workshop, 1

i 2 dy activ

Nfluenceq by artists alrea

r was
1g reliance on colou

: Popova
Sergej Eisenstein. Unlike Extery

d above
ement an
< hape, mov :
i d lements of line, S p o !windmllll
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ions of
The construCtl Popova and Stepanova Wwere followed b
Y Several

unusual mechani
: nisms
; ’ roduction of Chesterton:
Talrov S p on's The Han Who
was Thursday,

. i experi :
distanUlShed periments. Vesnin’s

for

: h in
pecember 1923, found their basic source of inspiration in p
n Popova'’s

rpindmill? despite the fact that they were 1 1
| argely
representatlonal and supposedly transmitted the reality of the bi
19

city through their elevators and billboards., But it was decidedly

the Stenberg brothers, Georgii and Vladimir, whd maintained the

purest traditions of Constructivism on stage. Although they

worked mostly for Tairov and hence, in theory, were more

associated with the intimate and psychological direction of the
Kamerny theatre, their combined sets (with Medunetsky) for The
Storm of Mardi, 1924, had more in common with Popova, than with
Exter. On stage, a deliberately unyielding, vaulted construction
was built from squared beamed which conveyed the heaviness of the
patriarchal order of life gloomily hanging over the characters’

heads and contrary to tradition, uprooted the drama from the

L} L 5‘
Countryside and enclosed it in restrictive, beamed cage

i L stere
Evidently this owes far more to the framework of Popova’s au

i i lyrical
Structure in The Magnanimous cuckold than it did to the ly

5 - o and Juliet.
lines ang colours found in Exter’s designs for Rome

actor and
Like Meyerhold and Popova, the Stenbergs regarded the

f theatre and guarant
ladders,

eed a
MOt the text as the pivotal element © :
5 structions,
: to functlo
Inclineg ot Thus the actors were enabled

h other and to the

olate to €8¢

n
Sl o positions and to F 11
nd diagona

Y- TairOV and
: a
SPECtatorS VerticallYp horlzontally
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Meyerhold/Popova or the Stenbergs, N either

rs costume i
the Stenberd designs were, however, less satisfa t
Ctory

and in The Storm their narrative quality clasheq with the abst
Stract

atE A number of observers noted thig fault, Lunacharsk
Y

9
commented

'rThe Storm was presented as a strange mixture

of completely realistic performance and rather

artifical, Constructive decor’.

In future productions, the Stenbergs were to follow a more logical
progression, often achieving an effective synthesis of designs as
in Tairov’s staging of Shaw’s St. Joan (1924). Unfortunately the

later productions were full of narrative quality in the Stenberg’s

designs, these in turn reflected the taste of the time. By the

late 1920's Soviet stage design was returning from Construction to

ions, such as
decoration, from space to surface. The few exceptions,

i tumes Dby

owards the

ful

i t
Rodchenko (1929), did not StoP the regression

s brought the beauti

¢lassical tradition. Soviet stage designer e
. rospettl
Prospects of a utopian socialism into the 'bella P

t
he theatrical decor.'®
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CONCLUSTON

r Famira Kifared and Salome,

afte Exter's

; - Style of three .
dimensional constructed sets ang Costumes influenced th

€ emerging
Mikhail Andreenko and Isaak

robinovich were among the artists working for the theat
atre who

Soulet theatre. Alexander Vesnin,

applied her ideas to their designs of the 1920's

The first
international tour of the Kamerny theatre, in 1923, also intro
duced her work to the French, Germans and Italians. Responses

differed from ecstatic enthusiaism to direct hostility. while

lLeger applauded what he saw as the Kamerny's
'Precise, exact and clear Constructive art’’ »

and second generation Italian Futurists such as Vinicio Paladini
and Enrico Prampolini adapted Exter’s style in their theatre

. : and
designs, some critics were unimpressed by thersiaiesd

condemned it as ’Art Bolshevism’. The fear that the Kamerny

theatre.
theatre created was involved with the role of the modern

hat caused a
But it was not just Exter and the Kamerny theatre ©

re but it was
Sense of uneasiness within the world of moderd T bio-

: Meyerhold’s
also Popova’s wutilitarian constructions =k . Jarger-than-
. argeil-
me ; : theatricals
hanics. For what they offered, in @ n life

urba
acteristics of modern

life
vVersj char e
ion, were the very gsion - thes

‘ r
in ; endless 399
the 19 20" s - speed 3 fragmentatlon I i because they were
I

8ra P o same ti
®xciting and intimitating at she
new
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cheory the Constructivist designed obje
Ct was

in
iori f devoig
external’ a prior actors of style. Deriveq from th .
. ; X e Sci t o
_cudy of objective criteria it Tepresenteq g
e

& completely

However, when the actual ’get

design Process are examined
particular visual characteristics are found to be o
mmon .

impe]._-s,onalized utilitarian product.

and costume’ products of this

- These
visual similarities suggest that Costructivism involved it
S own

formal language amounting to a style, and in a condition which it

had to carry out the Constructivist 'design method’, this
I

frequently included, in practice, the employment of these formal

features as a pre-established vocabulary. The Constructivist

method of arranging form became illustrated in skeletal angular
structures in economy of line and material, it's over simplicity
and a ’‘geometric’ answer to surface arrangements. Although Exter
and Popova adapted this vocabulary to varying degrees both

utilised the fundamentals of the formal language of Constructivism

: t the
The problem and consequences of this development was tha

o m could
features of objects produced by the ' Constructivist’ syste

be useq entirely without reference to Ehe d its
| : 1 state 1
°rginally generated them. Cconstructivish had strongy

r and at the san
g and just &

iCal to the

e time any

rej : '
Jéction of the concept of rdecoration or

. . 'n
fixity of form. The trends that emerged dur*

ntithet
Exter and Popova’s time (earlY 1920) e

€Ssence

ed the
of Constructivism itselfs

Co
UStructivist method to a Set




guided DY the principles of tectonics,

The ma jor difference between Exter and Popova was that
r

fully let go of the elements of “decoratiloninuicuuemuun
Wiereas
popova completely abandoned the use of unneccesary
‘extras’
siewing them as ‘compromises’ with the aesthetic traditiop

Nevertheless considering the uncomprising and technologically
unfavourable environment within which these painter/designers

worked, their achievements were exceptional.

What both artists shared was a desire to translate the pictorial
surfaces of their canvases into the sculptural reality of the
theatrical production. Both equally talented, each chose to

direct their individual ideas and energy into somewhat opposing

chanels within the Avant-garde Russian theatre: but still

’ . xter
Constructivism’ was the pre-dominant influence shared by E

(i i the stage
and Popova, on their route from the painting studio to

Production.
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